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Low literacy is a 
widespread problem

Adults in US read at an average of 8th grade level
One-third to one-half of AFDC (now TANF) 
recipients score at the lowest literacy level [Level 
1 of NALS]
Most adults with Level 1 literacy skills believed 
they read and write English well and do not report 
getting assistance from others.

National Adult Literacy Survey, 1992



Prose Literacy

49% of adults had difficulty finding one or two 
pieces of information in a sports article

Those with poor prose literacy skills generally 
cannot:

Interpret instructions
Infer a theme from a poem
Describe contrasting views in an editorial



Document Literacy

51% of adults had difficulty completing a job 
application or interpreting payroll forms

Those with poor document literacy skills 
generally cannot:

Read tables and graphs
Locate an intersection on a street map
Use a bus or train schedule



Quantitative Literacy

47% of adults had difficulty balancing a 
checkbook or figuring a tip

Those with poor quantitative literacy skills 
generally cannot:

Complete and order form
Determine the amount of interest from a 
loan advertisement



Health Literacy

The degree to which individuals have the 
capacity to obtain, process, and 
understand basic health information and 
services needed to make appropriate 
health decisions.

Health literacy requires the use of all three 
types of general literacy skills – plus 
more.



Risks of Low Health 
Literacy

Reduced access to care
Delays in diagnosis and treatment
Less participation in decision making
Worse self-reported health status
Worse outcomes from treatment
Increased financial risks



Process for designing 
materials

1. Identify your goal
2. Define and learn about the audience and issues
3. Develop and test the materials
4. Distribute the materials
5. Assess their effectiveness
6. Use feedback to make further improvements



Identify your goal

Convey information
Signs, labels

Invoke a behavior 
Call the doctor before going to the ER

Teach a new skill 
Self-injection

Help with decision-making
Choosing a treatment option or health plan



Learn about the audience 
and the issues

Describe the target audience
Physical characteristics
Demographic, behavioral, and cultural 
characteristics
Psychological characteristics

Describe their environment
Identify secondary audiences

Information intermediaries



Develop & Test -- Content

Don’t try to accomplish too many goals 
with one document
Use plain language
Use active voice
Sequence ideas clearly & logically
Simplify without over-simplifying
Pay attention to hidden messages







Develop & Test – Design

Clearly state purpose and how the document is 
organized on front cover
Do not use unusual size or layout
Format text for readability not style
Use visuals that connect to the content
Use data displays that reinforce data values
Use navigational cues to help readers move 
through content









Develop & Test -- Media

Fit the media to the purpose and the 
content

Video for teaching “how to” skills
Use multiple media where possible

Reinforce video with print
Test usability of media in “real world” 
settings

Availability of technology





Develop & Test –
Dissemination 

Understand audience preferences and 
capabilities
Assure a supportive learning environment
Just enough, just in time
Create ways to confirm understanding

Information intermediaries
Feedback cards
Toll-free phone numbers



Summary

Low literacy is a pervasive problem that can have 
a measurable negative effect on the care people 
receive and their health outcomes. 
Designing effective materials for low literacy 
populations is both a science and an art. 
Structured development and testing of content, 
design, media, and dissemination is critical to 
creating effective materials for low literacy 
populations. 
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